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satisfaction and commitment (Zhong, Busser, & 
Baloglu, 2017). These aspects are directly linked to 
airport competitiveness (Thelle & la Cour Sonne, 
2018) and can affect air traffic and potential eco-
nomic benefits (Romero, Lafont, Tafur, & Eguren, 
2016). The selection of airports from airlines, pas-
sengers’ choices, and the active response from other 
airports can influence the success of airports. Pas-
sengers have multiple options to choose from due 
to the existence of airports with overlapping areas 
of influence, thanks to an unprecedented access to 
more airlines and airport information.
Introduction
Over the past three decades, airline transport has 
grown in Europe thanks to low-cost airline compa-
nies, also playing an important role in the develop-
ment of tourism (Dogru, Bulut, & Sirakaya-Turk, 
2016; Dogru, Sirakaya-Turk, & Crouch, 2017; 
Ekinci, Sirakaya-Turk, & Baloglu, 2007;  Giacosa 
& Giovando, 2018). Airports have therefore 
become pivotal centers for economic growth, cul-
ture, and business (Ashford, Mumayiz, & Wright, 
2011), leading to the development of customer 
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Theoretical Background and Research Model
The Airport Industry
In recent decades, airport services have been lib-
eralized at various levels in all countries (Forsyth, 
2002; Romero et al., 2016). This liberalization broke 
monopolies and created a more competitive sys-
tem with an ever-increasing development (Gillen, 
2011; Pulina & Cortés-Jiménez, 2010; Romero 
et al., 2016; Thelle & la Cour Sonne, 2018).
An important change in the sector was marked by 
deregulation, leading to the emergence and growth 
of new airlines, among which were low-cost air-
lines (Morrell, 2008; Morrison & Winston, 1995). 
This phenomenon consistently increased the air 
traffic transport, in terms of number of passengers, 
and led to the development of the sector in general.
With particular reference to airport management 
companies, strategic behavior was examined after 
deregulation (Bruni, 2004; Kleymann & Seristo, 
2004), as well as the business model of such 
enterprises (Kasarda, 2006; Ossola, Giovando, & 
Crovini, 2016). In addition, scholars concentrated 
on the impact of privatization on airport ownership 
structure and related performance (Gillen, 2011; 
Oliveira Cruz & Sarmento, 2017; Usami & Akai, 
2012; Vogel, 2006).
Ahn and Lee (2011) focused on service quality 
in the airline industry from the customer’s perspec-
tive, exploring how perceived service quality affects 
customer satisfaction and loyalty-related behav-
ior and whether factors affecting service quality, 
customer satisfaction, and loyalty differ between 
full-service and low-cost airlines.
The increasing importance of market orientation 
and airport marketing in airport management led 
to the inclusion of these aspects in the analysis of 
the alternative revenue sources of airports (Graham, 
2008). Larger airports are normally in a better posi-
tion to provide a greater range of commercial facilities 
for passengers and other consumers, and therefore 
tend to benefit from nonaeronautical revenues. Cur-
rent business models should consider the potential 
effect of nonaeronautical aspects and other commer-
cial activities (Kasarda, 2006). Advertising and park 
lots are the most common processes of diversifica-
tion. Many airports get a large part of their income 
from these sources and, in some cases, that income 
is still greater than that which comes from aviation 
Consequently, airports are responding and focus-
ing on a wider variety of commercial activities 
and revenues not related to the aviation business 
(Romero et al., 2016).
This research fits into this framework and aims 
to improve past analysis on the performance of 
air management companies in Italy. The study fol-
lows and takes further a research project on the 
airport infrastructure by Ossola, Giovando, and 
Crovini (2015, 2018), expanding the sample of 
companies analyzed and considering additional 
relevant aspects. This analysis is also based on the 
assumptions and empirical evidence of Romero 
et al. (2016), who concentrated on the air transport 
in the UK.
To complement the existing literature, the 
authors have investigated the impact and causal 
relationship between number of passengers, type of 
revenues, and employment rate on the overall per-
formance, measured by the return on assets (ROA). 
In addition, the study also considers the role of 
governance mechanisms in improving the finan-
cial performance of air management companies in 
Italy.
No previous research dealing with the effect of 
the attributes implied in this study exists.
Moreover, a novel methodological approach 
called fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis 
(fsQCA) was used to develop the research model 
and test the causal relationships among variables 
and outcome. The fsQCA approach is fundamen-
tal for theory testing, and for concept formation, 
elaboration, refinement, and theory development 
(Fiss, 2011).
Consequently, this article represents a multi-
disciplinary study as the interest towards the 
development of low-cost airlines has important 
consequences and enhances the relationship with 
the territory in which the air management company 
operates.
This article is organized as follows. Section 2 
presents the theoretical background and the re-
search model. Section 3 describes the fsQCA 
methodology, sample, and attributes. Section 4 
shows results and Section 5 presents the discus-
sion. Section 6 offers the conclusions, main im-
plications, limitations, and future developments 
of the application of QCA in air management 
companies.
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Corporate governance studies typically consider 
agency theory to describe the relationship between 
shareholders and managers (Finegold, Benson, & 
Hecht, 2007; Renders & Gaeremynck, 2012). Due 
to the wide range of company sizes within the 
sample set, this study bases the conceptualization 
on stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984).
Previous research analyzed the role of gover-
nance mechanisms and performance of airline 
companies (Wang et al., 2011).
Board size is beneficial as it makes expertise 
and resources more readily accessible to firms 
(Dalton, Daily, Johnson, & Ellstrand, 1999; Felício 
et al., 2016). Nonetheless, other authors argue that 
large boards impair firm performance (Hermalin 
& Weisbach, 2003) as it is more difficult to effec-
tively monitor the management. Larger boards 
offer greater opportunities for shirking and delay 
decision making (Jensen, 1993).
Proposition 3: Large boards increase the financial 
performance of air management companies.
As regards the topic of affiliated directors, Van 
Essen, Engelen, and Carney (2013) reported the 
importance of directors’ independence, claiming 
that clear separation between directors and insid-
ers or major shareholders ensures that former can 
independently assess the management. This inde-
pendence is also linked to the committees within 
the board of directors. Affiliated directors may 
be under the influence of the top executives and 
the overall management can suffer from potential 
conflicts of interests (Felício et al., 2016).
Proposition 4: The absence of affiliated directors 
enhances the financial performance of air man-
agement companies.
In the airport sector, many scholars focused on 
the government participation in airport manage-
ment companies in several countries (Graham, 
2008; Oum et al., 2008; Romero et al., 2016; Usami 
& Akai, 2012).
In addition, over the past few years the topic of 
gender diversity has been extensively studied by 
considering cross-country analysis and the devel-
opment of regulations (Iannotta, Gatti, & Huse, 
2015; Sanan, 2016; Seierstad, Warner-Søderholm, 
(Kasarda, 2006). For example, Atlanta, Dallas–
Fort Worth (DFW), Hong Kong, and Schiphol air-
ports have two thirds of their income come from 
non aeronautical activities (Ashford et al., 2011).
The analysis of sales growth is generally seen 
as an opportunity to enhance future performance 
(Curi, Gitto, & Mancuso, 2010; La Porta, Lopez-
de-Silanes, Shleifer, & Vishny, 2000). In fact, 
quantitative analysis of data from the financial 
statements of airport management companies were 
carried out to ensure stable and permanent finan-
cial results (Gitto & Mancuso, 2012; Lai, Potter, & 
Beynon, 2012; Oum, Yan, & Yu, 2008; Oum, Yu, & 
Fu, 2003; Teodori, Carini, & Falini, 2006; Tsekeris, 
2011; Wang, Lu, & Tsai, 2011).
With business model changes of air manage-
ment companies (Ossola et al., 2016; Wang et al., 
2011) revenues from nonaviation activities have 
increased. These nonaviation activities refer to a 
wide range of commercial services for passengers, 
operators and visitors, such as parking lots, shops, 
restaurants, and publicity (Gitto & Mancuso, 2012; 
Tsekeris, 2011). Core activities instead refer to 
those supporting passenger and freight aviation, 
including revenues from airport fees, handling, 
and security management activities.
Therefore, to analyze performance and efficiency 
of air management companies, it is necessary to 
consider the following propositions:
Proposition 1: Aviation and nonaviation revenues 
of air management companies, after increasing 
their importance with changes in the business 
model, lead to strong financial performance of 
air management companies.
Proposition 2: The number of low-cost passengers 
directly and positively influences the financial 
performance of air management companies.
Studies on corporate governance refer to “the set 
of mechanisms that influence the decisions made 
by managers when there is a separation between 
ownership and control” (Larcker, Richardson, & 
Tuna, 2007, p. 964; see also Felício, Rodrigues, 
& Samaiago, 2016). Research on corporate gover-
nance “examine whether different corporate gov-
ernance structures impact or limit the behavior of 
executives and/or have an impact on organizational 
performance” (Larcker et al., 2007, p. 964).
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Proposition 6: The employment rate, in terms of 
number of employees, creates value for air man-
agement companies, by enhancing the financial 
performance.
In this study, the authors aim to analyze with a 
configurational approach the causal relationship 
between several attributes and the financial perfor-
mance. Figure 1 summarizes all the propositions 
tested in this empirical analysis.
The Research Model
By considering the theoretical background, the 
authors elaborated different propositions and a 
research model (Fig. 2) to explore how different 
combinations of governance factors, financial and 
economic variables can affect financial perfor-
mance of the air management companies in Italy. 
As mentioned above, the governance variables 
implied in this research are those studied in previ-
ous research (Felício et al., 2016; Grove, Patelli, 
Victoravich, & Xu, 2011; Larcker et al., 2007; 
Seierstad et al., 2017; Usami & Akai, 2012; Wang 
et al., 2011) and were adapted to air management 
companies.
The other attributes chosen for this research 
were based on factors discussed in previous stud-
ies conducted on the topic by Romero et al. (2016), 
Ossola et al. (2015, 2018), and Oum et al. (2003). 
The research model has seven attributes and one 
Torchia, & Huse, 2017). Prior research shows that 
gender diversity can either improve the quality 
of decisions by introducing new perspectives and 
enriching the information available or hinder effec-
tive team performance by increasing divisiveness 
and conflicts (Alazzani, Hassanein, & Al-Janadi, 
2017; Alfiero, Cane, De Bernardi, & Venuti, 2016; 
Alfiero, Cane, Esposito, & Doronzo, 2018; Boone 
& Hendriks, 2009; Gilbert & Ivancevich, 2000; 
Kravitz, 2003). This may be due to the different 
leadership styles between men and women; in fact, 
female directors are more participative and demo-
cratic than men (Ray, 2005). Landry, Bernardi, and 
Bosco (2014) found that the higher the percentage 
of women on a firm’s board of directors, the more 
likely the company is to appear as the most admired, 
the most ethical, and the best to work for.
Proposition 5: The presence of women in boards 
leads to strong financial performance in air man-
agement companies.
In this research it is interesting to evaluate the 
causal relationship between size, composition, and 
functioning of the boards of air management com-
panies and performance, as these corporate gov-
ernance mechanisms influence financial reporting 
and performance (Larcker et al., 2007; Wang et al., 
2011). The significant relationship between female 
presence in boards and firm performance was 
deeply studied by several authors (Iannotta et al., 
2015; Sanan, 2016; Seirstad et al., 2015) and can 
definitely add value to the comparative analysis.
Finally, some researchers highlighted the corre-
lation between local development and the airport 
structure, which has indirect positive effects on 
the surrounding areas (Shearman, 1992; Tyrrell 
& Johnston, 2002), with an increase in economic 
activity and positive economic impact (Brueckner, 
2003; Button & Taylor, 2000). Some studies, in 
particular, focused on the assessment of these 
effects on individual countries (A. Cooper & 
Smith, 2005).
Moreover, researchers started analyzing the cor-
relation between the number of employees, rep-
resenting the employment rate and the economic 
performance (Oum et al., 2003). This element was 
therefore considered in the development of the 
research model.
Figure 1. Propositions tested in the configurational 
analysis.
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better summarizes all details about the attributes 
and outcome.
Methodology
A Qualitative Comparative Approach
Authors used fuzzy-set QCA (details in Sec-
tion 4) to identify the causal conditions that lead 
to good financial performance in air management 
companies in Italy. This method is particularly 
helpful to analyze small and medium samples and 
avoid considering only dichotomized variables.
Over the past few years, scholars have witnessed 
an increasing curiosity for a method, called QCA, 
introduced for the first time by the American social 
scientist Charles Ragin in 1987. Developments 
of this methodology by Ragin (2000, 2006) and 
Rihoux and Ragin (2008) have contributed to a bet-
ter applicability of QCA to empirical social scientific 
research questions leading to its prominence within 
the discipline. QCA was first introduced as a method 
for analyzing data sets consisting of binary variables 
(Ragin, 1987). The basic concept was to constitute 
outcome (see Fig. 1). The attributes are the num-
ber of passengers, aviation revenues, nonaviation 
revenues, number of employees, board size, affili-
ated directors, and number of women in boards. 




Return on Assets 
(ROA)
Authors considered only the outcome variable for the year 2016, as proxy for financial perform-




The impact on the overall performance of the two strategic business unit may vary from one 
airport to another (Curi et al., 2010; Gitto & Mancuso, 2012; Ossola et al., 2015; Romero et al., 
2016). Therefore, it is particularly interesting to test with a configurational model the effective 
causal relationship with the outcome.
Number of low-cost 
passengers
This attribute is particularly relevant because previous studies demonstrate that there is a strong 
relationship with the trend of revenues, EBITDA, and performance (Ossola et al., 2015, 2018; 
Usami & Akai, 2012; Wang et al., 2011).
Number of employees This attribute is considered as a proxy for the development of the local territory in which the air-
port operates. It represents the employment rate and, to further previous analysis (Ossola et al., 
2018; Oum et al., 2003), it is necessary to evaluate the potential impact on the performance that 
employees’ workforce might have.
Board size Board size comprises the number of members on the compensation committee, the number of 
members on the audit committee, and the number of members on the board of directors (Larcker 
et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2011). The size of boards and committees may increase diversity, 
knowledge, and experience but may hinder coordination.
Affiliated directors Affiliated directors refer to the number of affiliated members of the audit committee, compensa-
tion committee, affiliated audit committee chair, and affiliated compensation committee chair. 
This is a dummy variable that equals 1 if the chairperson was affiliated and 0 otherwise (Larcker 
et al., 2007). Authors assumed that affiliated members were under the influence of the executive 
members of the board.
Female presence in 
boards
Consistent with stakeholder theory, a diversified and independent board may balance a firm’s finan-
cial and nonfinancial goals with limited resources and moderate the possible conflicting expecta-
tions of stakeholders, who have disparate interests (Alazzani et al., 2017; Liao et al., 2015).
Source: Elaborated by the authors.
Figure 2. Research model.
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to low-cost airlines. Some of them are considered 
“secondary” airports, as they are located far away 
from the city.
This is a systematic or reasoned sample because 
extraction and identification of elements does not 
happen randomly (Gambel, 2005; Spiegel, 1994). 
The sample selection criteria are the following:
market share greater than 30%;•	
number of low-cost passengers over 1 million •	
units per annum.
The sample set was selected based on data pro-
vided by ENAC (Ente Nazionale per l’Aviazione 
Civile), referring to the air traffic in 2016. Authors 
considered the airports and the related air manage-
ment companies in Table 2 from this sample set. 
This sample is representative as it covers the 90% 
of low-cost passengers in Italy.
This research also considers the information 
about the corporate governance and the financial 
statements of the last accounting year available 
(2016) of the related air management companies.
Data were extracted from the AIDA database 
and details regarding revenues and composition 
of the governance boards were gathered manually 
from annual reports and documents publicly avail-
able on company websites.
Some companies used the Italian accounting 
principles (OIC) and others instead the IAS-IFRS 
principles.
The large disparity in company size within the 
sample set serves the purpose to better test the 
research model.
fsQCA allows for gradual set membership, thus 
preserving information though a calibration process 
(Ricciardi, Zardini, & Rossignoli, 2018). Calibra-
tion involves transforming original data into a con-
tinuous value interval from 0 to 1 (Ragin & Fiss, 
2008; Woodside, 2010).
The authors calibrated the original variables 
and factors by taking the average as the point of 
maximum ambiguity (cross-over point) and the 
percentiles 0.05 and 0.95 as the thresholds for 
full nonmembership and full membership, respec-
tively. After calibration (Crilly, Zollo, & Hansen, 
2012), authors replaced the 0.5 value of maxi-
mum ambiguity with 0.499. Aviation and nonavia-
tion revenues, as well as board size and number 
such data by Boolean functions. Ragin (2000, 2008) 
expanded the method to allow constructions of fuzzy 
set relations, by dealing with variables having more 
than two values, attempting to integrate qualitative 
and quantitative research methods (Rohwer, 2011).
In addition, fsQCA is suited to addressing equifi-
nality, causal asymmetry, and possible interdepen-
dence of input variables
1
 (B. Cooper & Glaesser, 
2015; Greckhamer, Misangyi, Elms, & Lacey, 
2007; Pajunen, 2008; Ragin, 2000, 2008; Wood-
side, 2010). Each case represents as a combina-
tion of causal and outcome conditions (Poveda & 
Martínez, 2013). Cases characterize formal logi-
cal statements in which the independent variables 
(conditions) for each case, in combination, logi-
cally imply the score on the dependent variable 
(outcome) for that case. These combinations can be 
compared with each other and subsequently simpli-
fied through a bottom–up process of paired com-
parison (Poveda & Martínez, 2013; Ragin, 1987).
The first stage in QCA is to specify the causal 
conditions for the outcome variable, the financial 
performance of air management companies.
The next step is to build a truth table with data 
for selected cases regarding the causal conditions 
and the outcome variable. Truth tables list the pos-
sible combinations of conditions and the outcome 
associated with each combination (Poveda & 
Martínez, 2013). A truth table also elaborates and 
formalizes the process of examining cases.
The second step consists of the analysis of causal 
sufficiency of different combinations of factors that 
meet the specified criteria of sufficiency for the 
outcome to occur. In particular, the membership 
score on the outcome is consistently higher than 
the membership score of the causal combination. 
This means that the percentage that measures the 
relevance of each factor explaining the causal rela-
tionship on the outcome is generally higher than the 
overall relevance of the combination of all factors.
Consequently, it emerges that the fsQCA approach 
is fundamental for theory testing, and for concept 
formation, elaboration, refinement, and theory devel-
opment (Fiss, 2011).
Sample, Data Collection, and Calibration
The research focuses on a sample of Italian air-
ports that entrust their transport services mainly 
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Results
Different combinations of attributes led to strong 
financial performance. Based on the attributes, 
the maximum number of combinations was 128, 
although some of these combinations may not have 
been covered by empirical cases in this sample. The 
latter represent the logical remainders, excluded 
from the analysis (Fiss, 2011; Ragin, 2008). The 
of employees were normalized before calibration, 
by transforming the original values into log values 
(see Table 3).
The software used in this analysis is fsQCA 
2.5, which provided an output listing the complex, 
parsimonious, and intermediate solutions. Rihoux 
and Ragin (2008) argued that the intermediate 




Air Management Companies Cities/Airports
SACBO Spa Bergamo
SEA Spa Milano (Malpensa and Linate)
Toscana Aeroporti Spa Pisa
Aeroporti di Roma Spa Roma (Fiumicino and Ciampino)
Aeroporto Guglielmo Marconi di Bologna Spa Bologna
Aeroporti di Puglia Spa Bari, Brindisi and Foggia
SOGAER Spa Cagliari
SAC Spa Catania





Aeroporto Valerio Catullo di Verona Villafranca Spa Verona
SAVE Spa Venezia and Treviso
Source: Elaborated by the authors on data provided by ENAC (www.enac.it).
Table 3




(Dummy) fs_avrev fs_nonavrev fs_n.pass fs_female fs_emp fs_board
SACBO 0.44 0 0.62 0.17 0.1 0.9 0.73 0.72
SEA 0.31 1 0.13 0.02 0.17 0.03 0.22 0.16
Toscana 0.74 1 0.54 0.22 0.62 0.27 0.61 0.44
AdR 0.16 1 0.08 0.02 0.01 0.82 0 0.75
Bologna 0.65 1 0.75 0.17 0.58 0.06 0.75 0.41
AdP 0.91 0 0.76 0.12 0.53 0.95 0.81 0.96
GESAC 0.03 0 0.62 0.24 0.75 0.42 0.77 0.83
GESAP 0.95 0 0.73 0.23 0.75 0.9 0.83 0.95
SAC 0.28 0 0.66 0.43 0.5 0.9 0.9 0.94
SAVE 0.31 0 0.46 0.16 0.71 0.34 0.77 0.6
SOGAER 0.48 0 0.82 1 0.92 0.68 0.91 0.95
SACAL 0.97 0 0.92 0.7 0.93 0.68 0.84 0.95
GEASAR 0.05 0 0.95 0.14 0.95 0.95 0.89 0.91
SAGAT 0.41 0 0.79 0.31 0.91 0.9 0.87 0.86
Aeroporto Valerio Catullo di Verona Villafranca 0.91 0 0.87 0.46 0.95 0.82 0.94 0.89
Source: Elaborated by the authors through fsQCA software 2.5.
362 OSSOLA, GIOVANDO, AND CROVINI
a huge impact on the financial performance of these 
companies. The gender of board members instead 
does not influence the performance in solution A. 
Moreover, the presence of affiliated directors is a 
peripheral condition that only affects solution A.
In addition, the solutions confirm the fact that 
the more employees the air management compa-
nies have, the more they impact on the outcome. 
But, interestingly, in solution C the number of pas-
sengers is not influential. This represents a particu-
lar combination considering that in solution C the 
aviation revenues have a huge impact on the finan-
cial performance. Therefore, we expected that this 
factor was influential in all solutions.
Discussion
The results highlight the importance of the diver-
sification of the revenues into aviation and nonavi-
ation activities. Both are relevant in determining a 
strong financial performance in solution B, confirm-
ing the results of previous studies conducted on this 
topic (Gitto & Macuso, 2012; Ossola, 2015, 2018). 
The other two solutions instead show minor influ-
ence of nonaeronautical activities on the return on 
assets of the Italian air management companies. Both 
cases suggest the partial validity of Proposition 1.
Corporate governance attributes instead are fun-
damental to achieve and ensuring financial perfor-
mance. However, findings underline that effects 
vary according to the context and complementari-
ties between attributes. In fact, some air manage-
ment companies (the nonlisted ones) do not present 
internal committees in the board of directors; there-
fore, in solutions B and C the condition of affiliated 
directors is not present. Affiliated directors should 
be aligned with managers, and their existence may 
increase agency problems. Financial performance 
should therefore benefit from the absence of affili-
ated directors (Felíco et al., 2016). Consequently, 
Proposition 4 can be partially confirmed by solu-
tions B and C.
The same goes for the gender diversity: the non-
listed air management companies are not obliged 
to have women on the boards. Solution A discounts 
entirely the attribute female presence in the board 
as an indicator for strong financial performance. 
Within the parameters of the study, the presence 
of women in boards does not appear to affect the 
results also confirm the presence (or absence) of 
core and peripheral conditions in the combinations 
that led to the outcomes.
Table 4 reports the solutions. As suggested by 
Ragin (1987), authors decided not to represent 
the same results by using quantitative methods to 
avoid confusion. Results show the equifinality of 
first-order (or across-type) and second-order (or 
within-type) solutions. The overall solution cover-
age was 1 and the solution consistency was 0.76
2
. 
These data are related to the small sample of cases 
implied in the analysis and demonstrate the perfect 
adaptability of the theoretical model and related 
considerations to the air management companies 
analyzed. However, coverage results also indicate 
that there could be other possible solutions impact-
ing the financial performance of those companies.
In all solutions, the core causal condition repre-
sented by aviation revenues is present and impacts 
directly on the financial performance. Interestingly, 
nonaviation revenues are only determinant in solu-
tion B. Consequently, core activities represent one 
of the most influential factors impacting the per-
formance of air management companies, while 
revenues deriving from other business areas are not 
particularly relevant financially and economically.
As regards governance attributes, board size is 
relevant and directly impacts on the outcome in 
solution B and C. This means that larger boards have 
Table 4
Configurations Leading to Strong Financial 
Performance in Air Management Companies in Italy
Solutions
A B C
Aviation Revenues ● ● ●
Nonaviation revenues ○ ● ○
No. passengers • •
No. employees • • •
Board size ◦ • •
Affiliated directors • ◦ ◦
Female in boards ◦ • •
Consistency 1 0.816901 0.765151
Raw coverage 1 0.654255 0.500000
Unique coverage 1 0.715116 0.525424
Overall solution coverage 1
Overall solution consistency 0.765151 
Note.	 ●	 core	 causal	 condition	 present;	 •	 peripheral	 causal	
condition present; ○ core causal condition absent; ◦ periph-
eral causal condition absent.
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transport. This article represents a multidisciplinary 
study as the interest towards the development of 
low-cost airlines has important consequences and 
enhances the relationship with the territory in which 
air management companies operate.
The other original aspect of this research lies 
in the methodological approach, with no previous 
work considering the effects of the attributes con-
sidered in this study.
The authors’ goal was to complement existing 
literature by clarifying the impact and causal rela-
tionship between number of passengers, number 
of employees, type of revenues, and governance 
mechanisms on the overall financial performance 
(ROA).
The core causal condition, aviation revenues, 
directly influences financial performance in all 
solutions. Interestingly, nonaviation revenues were 
a determinant factor only in solution B. Related to 
this aspect, solution C is the only one where the 
number of passengers is uninfluential, thus show-
ing contradicting results if we consider that avia-
tion activities are relevant in this combination.
Board size and gender are relevant and directly 
impact financial performance in solution B and 
C. The presence of affiliated directors instead is a 
peripheral condition that only affects solution A.
All solutions confirm the relationship between 
the numbers of employees the air management 
companies have and their financial performance. 
Consequently, this result shows that a high level of 
employment also impacts on the value creation of 
the company and of the local territory with positive 
externalities.
These results encourage the use of fsQCA for 
corporate governance and performance-related 
research offering novel insights. In this study, 
authors used governance factors adopted by other 
researchers (Felício et al., 2016) to test the same 
approach to the specific context of air management 
companies in Italy.
Given the exploratory nature of this research, 
one of the limits is represented by the comparison 
of financial statements prepared according with 
different accounting principles. In addition, results 
show that there can be other combinations explain-
ing the outcome. Therefore, it could be interesting 
to find some other variables impacting on the finan-
cial performance of air management companies. To 
financial performance (Alazzani et al., 2017), par-
tially refuting Proposition 5.
As regards board size, Proposition 3 can be par-
tially confirmed. This research shows that air man-
agement companies achieve strong performance 
when large boards and committees are present, 
thereby opposing the idea that it is more difficult to 
coordinate large boards and committees (Proposi-
tion 3 is confirmed in solutions B and C). Larger 
boards and board committees have a broader skill-
set, which can aid decision making.
However, results partially support the concept 
that different combinations of governance factors 
lead to strong financial performance because in 
solution A the attribute board size is not present. 
Therefore, solution A confirms what Hermalin and 
Weisbach (2003) stated: a large board may impair 
firm performance.
According to previous steps of analysis (Ossola 
et al., 2015, 2018), the number of low-cost pas-
sengers should have a direct correlation with the 
EBITDA and should therefore benefit the financial 
performance. This study instead partially confirms 
Proposition 2. In solution C the attribute is not rele-
vant, thus confirming previous quantitative analysis 
(Oum et al., 2003). This is due to the particular impor-
tance that nonaviation activities have on some air 
management companies where air transport is repre-
sented by both traditional and low-cost vectors.
Regarding the causal effect of employment rate 
on performance, this study confirms Proposition 6, 
the higher the number of employees, the higher the 
financial performance (Ossola et al., 2018; Oum 
et al., 2003).
Consequently, the research model emphasizes the 
importance of the profitability per each employee 
and the fact that the employment level in the local 
territory in which the airport operates is fundamen-
tal for the survival of air management companies. 
Indirectly, this result underlines that a high level of 
employment also impacts the value creation of the 
company and of the local territory by producing 
positive externalities.
Conclusion, Limitations, and Future 
Developments of the Study
This research represents the second step of a 
larger research project on the topic of low-cost air 
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performance evidence from Malaysia. Corporate Gov-
ernance International Journal of Business in Society, 
17(2), 266–283.
Alfiero, S., Cane, M., Esposito, A., & Doronzo, R. (2018). 
Determining characteristics of boards adopting inte-
grated reporting. Financial Reporting, 2, 1–46.
Alfiero, S., Cane, M., De Bernardi, P., & Venuti, F. (2016). 
Does board gender diversity affect corporate reputation? 
Evidence from Italy’s most reputable companies. World 
Journal of Management, 7(1), 141–151.
Ashford, N. J., Mumayiz, S., &Wright, P. H. (2011). Airport 
engineering: Planning, design and development of 21st 
century airports. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.
Boone, C., & Hendriks, W. (2009). Top management 
team diversity and firm performance: Moderators of 
 functional-background and locus-of-control diversity. 
Management Science, 55(2), 165–180.
Brueckner, J. K. (2003). Airline traffic and urban economic 
development. Urban Studies, 40, 1455–1469.
Bruni, M. (2004). Strategie nel settore aeroportuale. Milano, 
Italy: Egea Milano.
Button, K., & Taylor, S. (2000), International air transporta-
tion and economic development. Journal of Air Trans-
port Management, 6, 209–222.
Cooper, A., & Smith, P. (2005). The economic catalytic effect 
of air transport in Europe. Bretigny-sur-Orge, France: 
Eurocontrol Experimental Centre.
Cooper, B., & Glaesser, J. (2015). Analysing necessity suf-
ficiency with qualitative comparative analysis: How do 
results vary as case weights change? Quality & Quantity, 
1–20.
Crilly, D., Zollo, M., & Hansen, M. T. (2012). Faking it 
or muddling through? Understanding decoupling in 
response to stakeholder pressures, Academy of Manage-
ment Journal, 55(6), 1429–1448.
Curi, C., Gitto, S., & Mancuso, P. (2010). The Italian airport 
industry in transition: A performance analysis. Journal of 
Air Transport Management, 16(4), 218–221.
Dalton, D. R., Daily, C. M., Johnson, J. L., & Ellstrand, A. E. 
(1999). Number of directors and financial performance: 
A meta-analysis. Academy of Management Journal, 42, 
674–686.
Dogru, T., Bulut, U., & Sirakaya-Turk, E. (2016). Theory 
of vulnerability and remarkable resilience of tourism 
demand to climate change: Evidence from the Mediter-
ranean Basin. Tourism Analysis, 21(6), 645–660.
Dogru, T., Sirakaya-Turk, E., & Crouch, G. I. (2017). 
Remodeling international tourism demand: Old theory 
and new evidence. Tourism Management, 60, 47–55.
Ekinci, Y., Sirakaya-Turk, E., & Baloglu, S. (2007). Host 
image and destination personality. Tourism Analysis, 
12(5–6), 433–446.
Felício, J. A., Rodrigues, R., & Samaiago, A. (2016). Cor-
porate governance and the performance of commercial 
banks: A fuzzy set QCA approach. Journal of Small 
Business Strategy, 26(1), 87–101.
Finegold, D., Benson, G., & Hecht, D. (2007). Corporate 
boards and company performance: Review of research 
provide additional value to the results, the analysis 
should extend to other accounting periods.
Further research opportunities remain. These 
include enlarging the sample size and applying 
fsQCA to other financial and governance variables. 
Furthermore, a comparison of air management 
companies across multiple countries would provide 
additional insights.
Within the context of the existing literature, this 
research also has practical implications for manag-
ers of air management companies and profession-
als. They can better identify and analyze the items 
that directly or indirectly impact on the financial 
performance of their companies, thus enhancing 
the value creation of such entities and leading to 
positive externalities to the local territory in which 
the company operates. These also have implica-
tions for investors and financial institutions during 
their due diligence processes.
Notes
1
Equifinality is in sharp contrast to the unifinal perspec-
tive of many statistical techniques, among them the usually 
applied additive and linear regression models. Equifinal-
ity indicates that the same result can be obtained through 
multiple paths (there is not a unique cause). The concept of 
asymmetric causality is also important when evaluating the 
potential of QCA for social science research. Many social 
science phenomena are the result of asymmetric causal 
processes and conditions. This means that the explanation 
of the presence of a phenomenon does not imply that this 
explanation automatically also accounts for the absence of 
the same phenomenon. QCA is ready for such a thinking. 
Different to most statistical procedures, which are based on 
correlation measures and which assume a symmetric rela-
tion between the correlated variables, QCA links conditions 
and the outcome through set-theoretical and asymmetric 
relations.
2
The solution coverage indicates how much is covered 
by the solution term; raw coverage shows which share of 
the outcome is explained also by a certain alternative path; 
and unique coverage indicates which share of the outcome 
is exclusively explained by a certain alternative path (Ragin, 
2006). The consistency instead assesses the degree of per-
fection of a relationship among sets.
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